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When Hurricane Katrina swept
into Louisiana and Mississippi, it
took more than a thousand lives,
displaced more than a million
people, and exposed an
incompetent government
response plan. But that was
apparently not enough bad news
for some folks to report. It was
time to turn to one of our era’s
favorite bogeymen: toxic sludge.
“The dank and putrid
floodwaters choking this once-
gracious city are so poisoned with
gasoline, industrial chemicals,
feces and other contaminants that
even casual contact is hazardous,
and safe drinking water may not
be available for the entire
population for years to come,”
read the Washington Post’s lead
article on September 7th. There’s
just one detail not addressed in
that story: health officials hadn’t
actually completed the first water
tests until after that article was
published. And guess what? The
results didn’t back up the Post’s
claims.
To be sure, the water was
heavily contaminated with
sewage. But state and federal
tests scanning for more than 100
toxic compounds found almost all
to be in the water at below the
level of detection. The one
exception was lead, which was
found in excess of the amount
that a child should consume every
day in a liter of water. Presumably,
the folks of New Orleans were not
planning to make a habit of
drinking floodwaters.
No matter. If New Orleans can’t
be radioactive, at least it can be
‘toxic’ to the news-consuming
public (‘infectious’ is the more
accurate term but apparently not
as sexy).
“A ‘witch’s brew’ of heavy
metals, chemicals, sewage, fuel
and pesticides is swilling through
New Orleans and the waterways
of Louisiana and other US coastal
states,” said the Guardian in
London, even earlier in the crisis.
“Hurricane Katrina rapidly is
becoming the worst
environmental calamity in U.S.
history,” warned the Seattle
Times, “with oil spills rivaling the
Exxon Valdez, hundreds of toxic
sites still uncontrolled, and
waterborne poisons soaking
160,000 homes.” Never mind that
the oil spills were largely
contained within earthen berms —
not choking wildlife in pristine
Prince William Sound. And never
mind that most of those 160,000
homes were so damaged by
floodwaters that they’re destined
for the bulldozer anyway, poisons
or no.
Even federal officials fueled the
overwrought reporting. “At a
briefing in Washington with five
Cabinet secretaries and other
high-ranking officials, Health and
Human Services Secretary
Michael Leavitt said the
government is ‘gravely concerned’
about infectious disease
outbreaks, especially cholera and
typhoid,” reported USA Today.
Leavitt, a career politician,
apparently hadn’t spoken to his
subordinate, Dr. Julie Gerberding,
who heads the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention.
She noted at a separate news
briefing, “in the city of New
Orleans, cholera has not been
present for years.” Dead bodies
are a horror, but many politicians
and journalists didn’t realize that
corpses can’t spread germs they
don’t possess.
The Environmental Protection
Agency took a conflicted stand on
the issue of toxins. The agency
promptly posted test results on its
site, showing that the vast
majority of the hazardous
chemicals it routinely screens for
were not found in the water at all.
And only a few nasty compounds,
such as chromium and selenium,
were even making cameo
appearances. Yet the EPA was
careful not to trumpet this as good
news. In the first place, fecal
coliform levels remained high, and
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it’s appropriate to be cautious in
the midst of raw sewage. In 2001,
The EPA also found itself in
trouble after declaring Ground
Zero air clear, soon after the
September 11th attacks. Local
officials later heaped criticism on
the EPA for that call. Even though
the air was within normal limits,
noxious dust coated buildings —
and poorly protected cleaning
crews were sent in to clean up
that mess after the EPA’s all-clear.
It’s also true that the early water
tests might not end up telling the
whole story, as the Los Angeles
Times noted. “Environmental
officials are also concerned that
chemicals might be flowing off
five Superfund sites — among the
nation’s most hazardous
dumpsites — near New Orleans.
One Superfund site, the
Agriculture Street landfill, remains
underwater. A cleanup occurred
there in 2000, but some residue
remains and the EPA has not tried
to assess whether contaminants
have flowed off the site.”
Once the Army Corps of
Engineers turned its attention to
pumping the grimy waters out of
the city of New Orleans and into
Lake Pontchartrain, many news
reports speculated that body of
water would be despoiled, as well.
But, again, that’s not what actual
data showed. A National Public
Radio reporter followed along on
a boat trip to monitor the lake.
The scientists found bacteria in
one plume in excess of swimming
standards — but being diluted
quickly in this vast body of water.
“Bacteria weren’t the only
concern, but so far, tests haven’t
shown dangerous levels of toxic
chemicals like oil products,
pesticides or heavy metals. Also,
the lake isn’t a lake at all, but a
bay connected to the Gulf of
Mexico. Over time, the
contaminates will be flushed out
into the Gulf,” the reporter said.
It’s true that dilution is not the
solution to pollution. But in this
case, as logic would dictate, it
certainly helped.
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What turned you on to biology
in the first place? I can’t
remember a time when I was not
interested in biology. My earliest
memories are of collecting fossils
and insects or just watching birds.
I was given a simple monocular
microscope for my seventh
birthday and was irritated that my
eyelashes kept on getting in the
way when I looked down the eye
piece. So I cut off my lashes. My
mother explained that eye lashes
had a purpose and that I should
learn to use the microscope
properly. I did, but still have a
tendency to opt for the pragmatic
solution! The Natural History
Museum in London was a
relatively short train ride from
where I grew up, and I was often
taken to the Museum on a Sunday
and simply allowed to wander
around the huge, and then almost
empty, galleries. I loved the place
and it allowed me to fuel my
interests. Many of the old display
cases have long gone, but I still
try and visit as often as I can. The
new animated T-rex can keep me
mesmerised for hours.
Were you a good student? I
loathed school and hated being
told what to do. I was not naughty
but just tuned-out. When I was
placed in remedial classes the
penny finally dropped. I realised
that unless I made some effort at
formal education I would be told
what to do for the rest of my life. I
admire my children enormously
for appreciating this concept
much earlier in life. During College
and University, I discovered I had
some ability in the laboratory. I
loved doing experiments and
thinking about the results. Health
and Safety regulations were not
so tight, and I almost lived in the
labs following up observations
made in class. I was, however,
much less enthusiastic about
cramming for exams!
What advice would you offer
someone wondering whether to
start a career in biology? An
education in biology provides a
very valuable training to think
about complex issues in general.
Biology requires that you integrate
observations, often over large
subject areas, and provide a
synthesis. Providing coherence to
overwhelming bits of information
sets you up for almost any
occupation or task that requires
reasoning. Many of my friends,
after their B.Sc., or even Ph.D.
degrees in biology, went off and
made a success in management,
finance and the law. A real career
in biology, however, demands an
overwhelming passion to know
‘why’ and ‘how’ — for its own
sake. I think you have to be just a
little bit obsessed!
